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1992:56). The common ground between two people-"personal common ground" in contrast to "communal common ground" (Clark 1996 :115)-"consists, roughly, of the knowledge, beliefs, and even suppositions" they share (Clark 1992:68; cf. Clark 1996:93).
The idea of common ground in a dyadic relationship is also found in the concept of a "relational culture." Wood (1982:76) describes a relational culture as a privately transacted system of understandings that coordinate attitudes, actions, and identities of participants in a relationship.... Like any culture, a relational culture consists not of objective things and cognitions, but rather of the interpretive orientation to them. It is the forms and definitions of experience that people have in mind, their models for perceiving and acting, the world view imagined together which two individuals agree to believe in .... Different types of relationships entail different degrees or kinds of shared understandings. As Clark (1996) notes, If communal common ground defines cultural communities, then personal common ground defines friends versus strangers. Ann and Ben may jointly belong to many cultural communities and still be strangers. They won't be friends or acquaintances until they have a history of joint personal experiences-things done, talked about, or experienced together. A third party, Connie, may be a clever spy and learn as much aboutAnn as Ben knows, but that doesn't make her Ann's friend or acquaintance. The information she gathers must be in their common ground-part of their personal common ground. Whereas ophthalmologists are experts in ophthalmology, friends are experts about each other (1996:115) .
Acquaintedness comes in degrees defined largely by the type and amount of personal common ground two people have. Here, for illustration, are four degrees: Strangers: no personal common ground; Acquaintances:
limited personal common ground; Friends: extensive personal common ground; Intimates: extensive personal common ground, including private information (1996:116) . Planalp and Benson (1992) observed these differences in their study of the conversations of friends and acquaintances:
The most common reason for distinguishing between acquaintances' and friends' conversations was that friends had mutual knowledge, whereas acquaintances lacked mutual knowledge. Mutual knowledge took a number of forms, including (1) The research reported is based on the IM experiences of college students. IM first became (and continues to be) popular among adolescents, leading Lenhart and colleagues (2001:3) to describe teenagers as "the instant-message generation" (see also Schiano et al. 2002 , Gross et al. 2002 . There have also been studies of the use of IM in the corporate world (see, for example, Isaacs et al. 2002; Nardi et al. 2000; Voida et al. 2002 The research is based on the reports of thirty college students who, serving as informants, interacted, via IM, with almost two hundred people, including those in relationships they categorized as close friends, friends, acquaintances, and family.8 These students, participants in a course on computer-mediated communication,
were asked to observe and/or record their interactions with people with whom they normally communicated using IM. The student-informants are a convenience sample; neither they nor those with whom they communicated were randomly selected; however, these informants and their correspondents represent a range of levels of knowledge and types of relationships that are relevant to understanding the role of common ground and relational cultures as contexts of CMC.9 The reports include data on real-time instant messages, away messages, profiles, and the stated intentions and interpretations of those who posted and/or read them.
INSTANT MESSAGING
Before analyzing the perceptions and practices of IM users, it is useful to describe instant messaging programs and what they permit people to do.10 The application, as the name implies, is a technology intended to enable people to communicate with one another synchronically or in "real time." After installing client software, an IM user connects to a server that logs the connection and informs other IM users, who are included in a contact (or "buddy") list created by him or her, of the online presence of the user. Simultaneously, the user is informed of the online availability of others included in his or her contact list.1' When connected, a user can click on the name of another user who is also online, opening a window to that person which permits direct, real-time exchanges of messages between them, a sort of chat room for two. (It is also possible, via the "Chat" feature of the application, to include several people in one window that serves as a type of private chat room.) Communication is typically textual, although the technology permits audio and video exchanges as well. When a user disconnects from the server, others who include him or her in their contact lists are informed that the person is no longer online.
The application lets users interact asynchronically via "away messages."
The away message feature of IM enables a user who is online but who is not 
KNOWLEDGE ABOUT COMPUTERS AND COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION
From the perspective of the significance of context for the meaning attributed to messages, it is relevant that differences in the kinds of knowledge people have about computers, the Internet, and/or the conventions of writing away messages influence the ways in which they interpret them.
One informant posted an away message and then asked people whom she categorized as "techies" and "non-techies" to interpret it. Her message was: 404 ERROR. Not found.
The person you requested could not be found at the given screenname.
Please refresh your buddy list. Still another reader, an anthropology student, explained, I tried to refresh you even though I had no idea how. I felt stupid b/c I didn't know how to fix it. As you know I have no computer knowledge, I didn't know what to do.
All of these recipients tried to inform the poster of the "error" in the away message and/or tried to resend their responses to it.
On the other hand, the "techie" informants understood the message and appreciated its intended humor. A computer science major responded: "It fools around w/ people who do not know how computers work." Another student, majoring in science, said: "It cracked me up!" Still others, all science majors and/or experienced Internet uses, said they laughed when they read the message, making them think the sender was a "computer geek." When the informant inquired whether the last line, which included a smiley emoticon, made a difference in their interpretation, the "non-techies" claimed that they didn't even see it, and one noted "I was too nervous about the IM problem to notice that!" IM. Those things all lead to misunderstandings and arguments, generally when no ill will was intended. Also, I think the nature of IM plays into that.
RELATIONAL KNOWLEDGE IN REAL-TIME INSTANT MESSAGES
You're not looking the person in the face, you should take into account that you can't hear their inflection or see what they're doing/going through. IM is just text, it can be taken so many ways, and you may hurt someone really terribly while not meaning that at all.
Another informant said:
when there is an important subject matter -something serious where tone is really important and needs to be conveyed verbally. there is a greater chance of miscommunication of tone or meaning by using IMs.
Still another stated:
i refuse to fight over IM. there is no way to vent the anger, like yelling, and it just builds quickly. plus, without access to the intonation in a person's speech, things can easily be misinterpreted.
On the other hand, informants say that using IM is acceptable when people feel It's like talking to them on the phone, just over the computer. We're close, so I know how they are saying certain things -I can tell the intonation of their voices over IM. Best friends are people I've known for years. We IM daily, and our conversations tend to be more personal, as they deal more with private issues, things that extend into a personal emotional side. Friends are people from college classes, from when I studied abroad, and from high school. We communicate on IM several times a week, and our conversations consist of small talk and catching up on the events of our lives. Acquaintances include friends of friends-specifically, college friends of my friends from high school, friends from freshman year-people I don't see often but maintain a relationship with by communicating on IM, and friends from high school with whom I would most likely lose contact without IM. My acquaintances and I communicate on IM once or twice a week at most, and the conversations tend to be impersonal.
The informant changed elements of her IM style in several steps over the course of five weeks. In the first week of her research, she changed her font. The following week she changed her IM language and online greeting and parting.
Lastly, she changed her buddy icon; she expected that change to elicit the greatest On the other hand, a best friend explained why she had responded:
we have the right to know about each others lives. i have the right to ask you why you are happy or sad or mad, etc., and you have the right to ask me the same . .. we have the right to ask about emotions as well as trivial everyday stuff. i'd say that the closer you r the more appropriate it is to ask about random things, im being one of them. i think that its more appropriate because with best friends usually u can ask about anything, but with just acquaintances, it's not all that appropriate ... its kind like stalking. With acquaintances it'd be weird to ask about random things like IM things.
RELATIONAL KNOWLEDGE IN AWAY MESSAGES
In addition to real-time interaction, IM technology permits asynchronous communication in the form of "away messages." A user can post an away message, typically signaled by the appearance of a notepad icon next to his or her screen name on a contact list, that informs others of his or her availability to "talk" online; the technology also permits people to leave a message in response to the initial away message posting. In both ways, the feature of away messages functions as a kind of answering machine.13 In AIM, the default away message is "I am away from my computer right now." However, users go to great lengths to expand the kinds of messages they post and the uses to which such messages are put. As news, quotes, schedules, song lyrics, birthday greetings, party invitations, jokes, veiled insults, confessions, exclamations, complaints." The possibilities of away messaging as well as its popularity are evident in the number of websites that collect and categorize away messages, serving as a resource on which users may draw, and software that enables users to keep track of those who are reading his or her away messages.14 In addition to these communicative and social uses, the away message feature of IM may also serve a psychological function, providing users a sense of presence and of attachment (Baron et al. 2005) . For example, users report logging on to look at the away messages of friends as a way of keeping in touch with them and of warding off feelings of loneliness (see Baron et al. 2003; Cohen 2003; Gross et al. 2002) .
The pattern of different meanings being attributed to the same message is evident in data collected about people who were in various relationships with a poster and who had different knowledge of him or her. For example, one informant posted what she described as an "inspirational" away message because she was "interested in knowing people's opinions and feelings on the subject, because it was an issue in her own life, and because she wanted her boyfriend in particular to pause for a moment, to think about their own romantic relationship."
The message was: The first two readers partly understood the poster's intentions because they were used to the type of messages she posted on Monday mornings or were with her when the conversation occurred. However, the first reader was unaware of the specific encounter the poster had had, so he responded with a light joke about his own eyes. (The poster said the "sexy eyes" referred to the song that was playing at the time the conversation took place.) The third reader was a friend who, because he had been studying overseas, had not been in contact with the poster recently.
His interpretation of the message was "clueless" because he was unaware of the poster's Monday morning ritual posting and perhaps was worried about the poster, cautioning her to protect herself. The fourth reader was an acquaintance of the poster, had never IM'ed her before, and appeared to have a hard time making sense of the away message. He said he was merely "expecting" to see a contact number and instead was "bombarded by a load of inconsequential information."
Another informant constructed a set of away messages and then asked various people, who had different kinds of knowledge about her and who were in different kinds of relationships with her, to interpret them. One message was: class till 3:30. gym. class till 6:30. food. studying.
She described her intention for this message as follows:
My intent was to let people know my schedule for that day. During those days, which happened to be Mondays and Wednesdays, I am often not near my computer, so if I leave that message up, perhaps people will find another way to reach me if it is important, if they have read that message.
Although most readers of the message understood that the poster was stating her plans for her day, those who had detailed knowledge of her daily schedule attributed greater meaning to it. For example, her housemate and one of her closest friends interpreted it as follows:
You're busy, I probably won't see you much that day, but we might chat later at night, and I'll have to find you. My reaction would be that you're stressed out -the punctuation causes that. Also, I would know that it is a 372 JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH Monday or a Wednesday, because that is when you have those scheduled classes. I also know I won't see you because of my schedule on those days. I would assume you were in a sad mood, just because there is no smiley face.
If you are in a good mood you usually use the smiley face.
Another message she posted was "leave me alone!" She said: "I leave it up when I'm in a bad mood and do not want to talk to anyone. I do not want to respond to IM's or be bothered by the phone." When interpreting this message, most people got the point that the poster was in a bad mood. However, the importance of knowledge of the poster was evident in informants' responses to that reading. Those who knew her well understood that the poster likes to be left alone when she is in a bad mood and said they would leave her alone or, at most, leave an IM message in response to the away message. On the other hand, acquaintances and strangers, not knowing her preferences, said they would try to call her, reasoning that if they felt upset that is what they would want others to do for them. One acquaintance misinterpreted the meaning of the message as Well its kinda a long story. My roommate was on the phone with this girl we know who I started to like. To see how she felt about me, when they were on the phone, I pretended to fall off the top bunk and hit my head, and we both put up messages about going to the hospital. We wanted to see how she reacted and if she was concerned, and hopefully see if I meant anything to her. I put it up because I wanted to hang out with her the next night.
People in different relationships with the poster interpreted the message in different ways. The girl who was the target of the message read it at face value: she believed he was hurt and expressed concern. Others who did not know him also said they believed he was injured and had gone to the hospital. On the other hand, the poster's best friend had a different view of the message. He said:
Too informative ... I don't need to know that he is at the hospital, if his head is really bleeding . .. why he is telling me that . .. most people who's heads are bleeding last concern should be putting up an away message to let the whole world know. It's ajoke. He is looking for attention or to cause someone a great deal of concern about him. He should take life more serious. People's assumptions about the differences in the ways in which away messages and profiles are used shape their interpretations of the messages provided in both formats. Typically, away messages are seen as reflecting a temporary state or situation. As one informant put it:
An away message is something that states current information, such as "I am in class," whereas a profile is often something that will last for a while, a favorite quote, etc.... from my experiences, an away message is most often used to tell people where you are and what you are doing.... I don't want to read your life story just to see if you are "at class," "at the movies," "sleeping," or perhaps "sitting at the computer ignoring you." The profile usually is used for your "life story" or at least part of it.
This difference is evident in the ways in which informants construe the meaning of the word "busy" when it occurs in an away message and in a profile.
One informant stated:
busy in away message = busy with something right now. busy in profile = busy for a while (like life is busy, middle of finals type of thing)
Another opined:
busy would make no sense in a profile. if it was in an away message, it would make sense. busy is a temporary thing, it's like an in the moment thing.... away messages are for what you are doing or feeling right at the moment. no one is constantly busy. profiles are representations of oneself.
The way in which the relationship between the poster and reader of a profile influences its interpretation is seen in the following examples. A student asked people who had different kinds and amounts of knowledge about her and especially about her daily activities, to interpret several profiles she had posted (at different times in her life). The first profile included this message: change has been change will be time will tell time will ease. it's hard to escape who you are.
The second profile included this message: "35 cents."
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Before examining the interpretations of these profiles, it is useful to look at her account of her intentions when posting them. She explained them as follows:
In Profile 1, the first quote is part of the lyrics of a Collective Soul song entitled "Reunion." I love the song and I used to listen to it during a rather emotional, unhappy part of my life. I put these up as a reminder that I will not always be unhappy. As the lyrics say, 'change will be.' Things will change and I have survived change before, including going from high school to college and recovering from multiple sports injuries. I put a space in between the two quotes because I know a lot of people are too lazy to scroll down when they read a profile. So, it's a little joke to myself that I can put something in my profile that some people will not read. The second quote is a reference to a friend. She gave me that quote and I thought it was particularly relevant to that same unhappy period in my life. I had trouble being myself....
So this is a reminder to me to always be who I am.
In Profile 2, "35 cents" was an inside joke between my group of [best] friends and me. I leave it up to remind them that I miss them.
People who knew more or less about the poster interpreted each of these profiles differently. For example, an acquaintance that read Profile 1 was not sure what it meant:
I wonder if you are questioning something in a way. You are relating to a transition in life, but at the same time, are hopeful that things will work out.
The second part of the away message makes me feel that you can't change WHO you are, and you shouldn't have to.
Friends and family reading the same profile had a better grasp of its intended meaning. One said:
I think you're going through some difficult changes, hence the first quote.
the extra [space] is an effort at privacy . . . most people will not see the second quote since they will think the profile ends at the first quote
Another offered:
I think the first one sounds like you are prepared to handle change and realize that change is inevitable. The second one indicates that you have some sort of value system in place and it's hard for you to change that. You are a senior in college about ready to graduate and enter the job force and the real world. Plus you have handled change before going from high school to college and going from sports injury to sports injury.
The reading that best friends gave to This went into effect when you were going through a whole lot of shit, I
remember, personal stuff that was throwing you for a loop. I think it's both a communication to yourself --that you'll be okay --and a communication of that to others, as well, representing that it isn't going to bring you down.
Individuals in the different relationship categories also read Profile 2 ("35 cents") differently. Acquaintances did not understand the meaning of the message.
One reported: "I have no clue." Another stated, "that could be a joke between friends ... or the simple fact that they have or need 35 cents." A third said, "I dont know the meaning of it, so I would assume it is a personal joke between you and a friend and would think nothing more of it than that." thats a reference to this summer and the fun we had at Erma's expense at summer league. it was our inside joke and way to bond with someone new.
we made fun of her "nightly activities"
CONCLUSIONS
Although the idea that the same behavior may have different meanings to different people is well established in anthropological studies (see, for example, Barth, 1989 Barth, , 1993 Hannerz 1992) Analyzing behavior at different levels of knowledge also enhances our understanding of it. It is insufficient, as these data show, to assume that membership in a (speech) community ensures that individuals attribute the same meaning to a message. As Clark notes (1992:36) , "there are things everyone (or almost everyone) in a community knows and assumes that everyone else in that community knows too," but people "can belong simultaneously to many communities and subcommunities, each of which has its own distinct areas of (Geertz 1973:9) , and, as Tannen and Wallat (1993:59) for understanding behavior, see Barth 1989 Barth , 1993 Bateson 1958 Bateson , 1991 Dilley 1999; Duranti and Goodwin 1992; Knapp et al. 2002; Malinowski 1935 Malinowski , 1938 Mishler 1979; Pitt-Rivers 1967; Strathern 1995; Tannen 1993. 2. Walther and Parks (2002:540) note the difficulty associated with focusing on group identity as a social context: "Although SIDE theory offers a powerful lens through which to view certain CMC relationships, its application to interpersonal relationships (in the sense of dyadic or close relationships) is less clear. The implication that all on-line interaction stays fixed at the social or group level, never reaching the personal level, is particularly troubling.
Almost all of the studies supporting SIDE theory have experimentally manipulated group identity or created contexts in which group identities were especially likely to be salient."
3. Malinowski, in writing about problems in translation, argued that the meaning of a term could be adequately grasped only when it is placed in the "context of culture" (1935:17) or "the context of cultural reality" (1935:22) 
